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Abstract. —A premigratory flock of Swainson's Hawks numbering at least 213 individuals was observed during July

and August of 1984. Aerial feeding on grasshoppers was noted and kleptoparasitism was recorded between the

Swainson's Hawk and the American Kestrel.

Swainson's Hawk (Buteo swainsoni) inhab-

its open spaces such as plains, prairies, and

deserts. Prior to the turn of the century this

species was an abundant resident of several

western states (Bent 1937). A specimen was

collected in Utah's Wasatch Mountains as

early as 1868, and the species was reported as

a common nesting resident of Summit
Gounty, Utah, in 1877 (Hayward et al. 1976).

Yet, Swainson's Hawk could not be consid-

ered abundant in central Utah today. For in-

stance, during a 12-month Great Basin raptor

survey 1,275 individual raptors representing

12 species were sighted, yielding an average

of one sighting per every 10 km traveled. By
comparison, nearly 400 km were traversed

between each Swainson's Hawk sighting

(Woffinden and Murphy 1977a). Further-

more, only one nesting pair has been reported

for Cedar Valley, Utah County, Utah
(40°00'N, 111°55'-112°35'W) during the past

decade (Woffinden and Mosher 1979).

Cedar Valley, situated near the eastern

limit of the Great Basin, is characterized by
typical cold desert vegetative associations

(Shelford 1963). Two small villages. Cedar
Fort and Fairfield, are located in the exten-

sively cultivated northern portion of the val-

ley. Except for numerous black willows (Salix

nigra) associated with these communities, the

valley is devoid of large trees. The area sup-

ports a sizable raptor community and has been
the site of a number of recent studies (Murphy
et al. 1969, Smith and Murphy 1973,

Woffinden and Murphy 1977b).

On23 July 1984, 36 Swainson's Hawks were
observed immediately west of Fairfield. Sub-

sequently, 213 individuals were counted dur-

ing a visit to the area on 6 August, and 59 were
observed on 16 August 1984. All the birds

were dark or rufous phase individuals (Brown
and Amadon 1968:585), and many had lost

flight and/or tail feathers. This unusual accu-

mulation represents the largest flock of Swain-

son's Hawks ever reported for this portion of

the state.

Although the aggregation was apparently a

premigratory gathering, it was impossible to

determine accurate arrival and departure

dates.

However, a local resident stated that large

numbers of hawks first appeared near the

middle of July. Large flights of Swainson's

Hawks have been reported for several areas

throughout the United States (Bent 1937,

Cruickshank 1937, Fox 1956, Martin and
McEneaney 1984), but premigratory accumu-
lations of the magnitude reported here have

rarely been recorded.

Swainson's Hawk is noted for its insectivo-

rous diet (Bent 1937, Taylor 1946, Hayward et

al. 1976). For instance, White (1966) recov-

ered 230 crickets from a female collected on a

Kansas farm. However, the species consumes
a variety of other organisms, including mam-
mals, birds, reptiles, amphibians, fish, cray-

fish, and beetles (Bent 1937, White 1966, Sex-

ton and Marion 1974, Dunkle 1977, Bechard

1983). In spite of the early reports of insec-

tivory, recent studies suggest that mammals
make up the major portion of the hawk's diet

(Dunkle 1977, Fitzner 1977, Bechard 1980,

1983).

Twenty Swainson's Hawks were observed

soaring near Fairfield, Utah, on the afternoon

of 23 July 1984. An additional 16 individuals
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were perched in a group of nearby trees.

Swarms of grasshoppers {Melanoplus fermur-
ruhrum) were observed in the area flying

from the ground or vegetation and ascending

to considerable heights.

Soaring hawks were observed repeatedly

extending one or both feet to quickly snatch

ascending grasshoppers. All but four of the

perched birds joined the soaring flock during

the 15 minutes they were observed actively

feeding. By 1745 h the hawks had drifted out

of sight to the west, and only a few airborne

grasshoppers were still visible. This unique
feeding behavior corresponds exactly with an

account in Bent (1937:229). Similar Swain-

son's Hawk feeding behavior was noted dur-

ing one other visit to the area.

Although the hawks were taking advantage

of an abundant food source, it is not known if

the grasshopper outbreak was responsible for

the unusual aggregation noted. Grasshoppers

were also abundant during the summer of

1972, but large groups of Swainson's Hawks
were not observed in the area at that time.

The bulk of the hawks were confined to the

Fairfield locale; only four were sighted during

searches throughout much of the remainder of

the valley.

Kleptoparasitism (interspecific food steal-

ing or piracy) has been reported for several

avian families (see Brockman and Barnard

1979 for a review). Heredia and Clark (1984)

summarized the occurrence of this behavior

among the raptors, including four buteonine

species as participants. Swainson's Hawk was

excluded. Piracy involving this species and
the American Kestrel {Falco sparverius) is

reported here.

Approximately 34 Swainson's Hawks and 3

Kestrels were observed in the immediate
vicinity of Fairfield on 16 August 1984. Sev-

eral of the buteos were soaring; the remainder
were perched in trees, on fence posts, and on
utility poles. A Kestrel holding an unknown
species of small mammal was perched on a

utility line some distance from Swainson's

Hawks. It flushed as the vehicle approached
and flew a few meters before alighting again

on one of the conductors. The procedure was
repeated several times. Each flight brought
the Kestrel nearer to the perched hawks.

Finally, two Swainson's Hawks left their

perch in a nearby tree and flew directly at the

Kestrel. After flushing the Kestrel from the
line, they actively pursued it for several sec-

onds. In response to the harassment, the
Kestrel dropped the prey it was holding. One
of the pursuing hawks caught the falling prey
before it reached the ground, only to be vigor-

ously chased by the second. The prey was
dropped once more and fell to the ground.
Both hawks made a few cursory passes over
the site and then flew to nearby fence posts

where they remained perched during the du-
ration of my visit. The Kestrel returned to the
utility line.

Brockman and Barnard (1979) suggest that

continual raptor interactions at feeding areas

may promote piracy. The deliberate actions of

the Swainson's Hawk I observed suggest pre-

vious piratical experience. Since the site is

prime Kestrel habitat and the Swainson's

Hawks had been residents of the area for sev-

eral weeks, the possibility of previous inter-

specific interactions was likely. Heredia and
Clark (1984) suggest that similar niche overlap

may have played a role in the piracy they

observed between the Black-shouldered Kite

{Elanus caeruleus leucurus) and White-tailed

Hawk (Buteo albicaudatus). Although klepto-

parasitism is a frequently observed avian be-

havior, it appears to occur opportunistically

and is probably not an important feeding strat-

egy (Fuchs 1977, Maxson and Bernstein

1982).

I thank Gary B. Jolley for field assistance.

D. M. McNair and M. Bechard commented
on an earlier draft. Financial support was

provided by the University of Pittsburgh at

Johnstown.

Lite ratu re Cite d

Bechard. M. J.
1980. Factors affecting nest productivity

of Swainson's Hawks {Buteo swainsoni) in south-

eastern Washington. Unpubhshed dissertation,

Washington State University, Pullman, Washing-

ton.

1983. Food supply and the occurrence of brood

reduction in Swainson's Hawk. Wilson Bull. 95:

233-242.

Bent, A. C. 1937. Life histories of North American birds

of prey. (Pt.l.) U.S. Natl. Mus. Bull. 167.

Brockman, R. J., and C. J.
Barnard. 1979. Kleptopara-

sitism in birds. Anim. Behav. 27: 487-514.

Brown, L., and D. Amadon. 1968. Eagles, hawks and

falcons of the world. McGraw-Hill Book Co., New

York.



304 Great Basin Naturalist Vol. 46, No. 2

Cruickshank, a. D. 1937. A Swainson's Hawk migration.

Auk 54: 385.

DuNKLE, S. W. 1977. Swainson's Hawks on the Laramie

Plains, Wyoming. Auk 94: 65-71.

FiTZNER, R. E. 1977. Behavioral ecology of Swainson's

Hawk (Buteo swainsoni) in southeastern Washing-

ton. Unpublished dissertation, Washington State

University, Pullman, Washington.

Fox, R. P. 1956. Large Swainson's Hawk flight in south

Texas. Auk 73: 281-282.

FUCHS, E. 1977. Kleptoparasitism of Sandwich Terns

{Sterna sandvicensis) by Black-headed Gulls

(Larus ridibtindus). Ibis 19: 183-190.

Hayward, C. L., C. Cottam, A. M. Woodbury, and H. H.

Frost. 1976. Birds of Utah. Great Basin Nat.

Mem. No. 1.

Heredia, B, and W. S. Clark. 1984. Kleptoparasitism by

White-tailed Hawk {Buteo albicaudatus) on

Black-shouldered Kite {Elanus caendeus leucu-

rus) in southern Texas. Raptor Res. 18: 30-31.

Martin, S. J., andT. P. McEneaney. 1984. Observations

of migrating Swainson's Hawks in Wyoming.
Prairie Nat. 16: 62.

Maxson, S. J., and N. P. Bernstein. 1982. Kleptopara-

sitism by South Polar Skuas on Blue-eyed Shags in

Antarctica. Wilson Bull. 94: 269-281.

Murphy. J. R.. F J Camenzind, D. G Smith, and J. B.

Weston. 1969. Nesting ecology of raptorial birds

in central Utah. Brigham Young Univ. Sci. Bull.,

Biol. Ser. 10(4): 1-36.

Shelford, V. E. 1963. The ecology of North America.

University of Illinois Press, Urbana, Illinois.

Sexton, O. J., and K. R. Marion. 1974. Probable preda-

tion by Swainson's Hawks on swimming spadefoot

toads. Wilson Bull. 86:167-168.

Smith, D. G., and J. R. Murphy. 1973. Breeding ecology

of raptors in the eastern Great Basin of Utah.

Brigham Young Univ. Sci. Bull, Biol. Ser. 28(3):

1-76.

Taylor, W. P. 1946. Swainson's Hawks working on

grasshoppers again. Condor. 48: 95.

White, C. M. 1966. Notes on the food of the Swainson's

Hawk. Kansas Ornith. Soc. 17:10.

WoFFiNDEN, N. D, ANDJ. A. MosHER. 1979. Ground nest-

ing and aggressive behavior by the Swainson's

Hawk. Great Basin Nat. 39: 253-254.

WoFFiNDEN, N. D., ANDJ. R. MuRPHY. 1977a. A roadside

raptor census in the eastern Great Basin

—

1973-1974. Raptor Res. 11: 62-65.

1977b. Population dynamics of the Ferruginous

Hawk during a prey decline. Great Basin Nat.

37:411-425.

I


